What's Inside:
• Scope of the problem Neglect accounts for over three-quarters of confirmed cases of child maltreatment in the United States-far more than physical or sexual abuse-but it continues to receive less attention from practitioners, researchers, and the media. Some reasons may be that neglect is not well understood and is difficult to identify, prevent, and treat effectively.
This bulletin for professionals addresses the scope of the problem of child neglect as well as its consequences, reviews definitions and strategies for assessing neglect, presents lessons learned about prevention and intervention, and suggests sources of training and informational support.
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Scope of the Problem
Neglect is by far the most common form of maltreatment. More than 538,000 children were neglected in 2010, accounting for about 78 percent of all unique victims of child maltreatment. In addition, neglect was either the sole cause or one of the contributors to over 68 percent of the 1,560 child maltreatment-related deaths in 2010 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2011).
These statistics include only children who came to the attention of State child protective services (CPS) agencies. The National Incidence Study (NIS) of Child Abuse and Neglect, which generates broader estimates by gathering data from multiple sources, generally shows higher numbers of maltreatment. The NIS-4, which is the most recent version, uses data from [2005] [2006] to show that more than 770,000 children were neglected, accounting for about 77 percent of all children harmed or endangered by maltreatment (Sedlak et al., 2010) . While the incidence of other maltreatment types has declined in recent years, the persistently high rates of neglect point to the need for more effective prevention and intervention in cases of neglect.
Defining Child Neglect
Both Federal and State laws provide basic definitions of child abuse and neglect. The Federal Child Abuse Prevention and Treatment Act (CAPTA) (42 U.S.C.A. §5106g), as amended by the CAPTA Reauthorization Act of 2010, defines child abuse and neglect as, at minimum:
• Any recent act or failure to act on the part of a parent or caretaker which results in death, serious physical or emotional harm, sexual abuse or exploitation; or
• An act or failure to act which presents an imminent risk of serious harm.
Neglect is commonly defined in State law as the failure of a parent or other person with responsibility for the child to provide needed food, clothing, shelter, medical care, or supervision to the degree that the child's health, safety, and well-being are threatened with harm. Some States specifically mention types of neglect in their statutes, such as educational neglect, medical neglect, and abandonment; in addition, some States include exceptions for determining neglect, such as religious exemptions for medical neglect and financial considerations for physical neglect (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2011b • Availability of community resources (Grayson, 2001) Difficulties in creating specific definitions of neglect contribute to the lack of consistency in research on neglect as well as CPS responses to neglect. The different ways children may be neglected, addressed below, also make it difficult to define such a complex issue.
Types of Neglect
Although State laws vary regarding the types of neglect included in definitions, summarized below are the most commonly recognized categories of neglect:
• The impacts in these areas are interrelated; problems in one developmental area may influence growth in another area. In addition, research indicates that experiencing neglect along with other forms of maltreatment worsens the impact (Smith & Fong, 2004) . However, the impact of neglect can vary based on:
• The child's age
• The presence and strength of protective factors
• The frequency, duration, and severity of the neglect
• The relationship between the child and caregiver (Chalk, Gibbons, & Scarupa, 2002) 
Trauma and Neglect
While trauma is often discussed in terms of witnessing or being harmed by an intensely threatening event, one or multiple experiences of neglect can also have a traumatic effect, especially in severe cases. One recent study found that, similar to physical and sexual abuse, neglected children showed signs of posttraumatic stress disorder and other traumatic symptoms (Milot et al., 2010 The next section discusses the most common family, parent, and child factors that place children at risk for neglect as well as factors that can protect children from neglect.
Risk Factors
While the presence of a risk factor does not mean a child will be neglected, multiple risk factors are a cause for concern. Research indicates that the following factors place children at greater risk of being harmed or endangered by neglect:
Environmental Factors Ultimately, as Straus and Kaufman (2005) caution, the only certain risk is that the more often a child experiences neglect, the more likely he or she will be harmed by it-which is why prevention and early identification of neglect are critical.
Although a number of factors place children at greater risk of neglect, research shows that families with one or more of the following protective factors are less likely to experience abuse or neglect:
• Nurturing and attachment
• Knowledge of parenting and child development 
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Special Considerations
Neglect rarely occurs in isolation; commonly related issues include poverty, substance abuse, and domestic violence. There are special considerations for addressing these issues with at-risk or neglected children and their families.
Poverty
Poverty is frequently linked to child neglect, but it is important to note that most poor families do not neglect their children. Poverty likely increases the risk of neglect by interacting with and worsening related risks like "parental stress, inadequate housing and homelessness, lack of basic needs, inadequate supervision, substance abuse, and domestic violence" (Duva & Metzger, 2010) .
Caseworkers must differentiate between neglectful situations and poverty; in many States, definitions of neglect include considerations for a family's financial means. For example, if a family living in poverty was not providing adequate food for their children, it would be considered neglect only if the parents were aware of but chose not to use food assistance programs. Taking poverty into consideration can prevent unnecessary removals and place the focus on providing concrete services for families to protect and provide for their children.
Although some individual incidents of neglect may not appear harmful, multiple incidents of neglect occurring over timeknown as chronic neglect-can have a greater negative impact on the child. Chronic neglect is "an ongoing, serious pattern of deprivation" of a child's basic needs that results in "accumulation of harm" (Gilmore & Kaplan, 2009 
CHRONIC NEGLECT

Substance Abuse
Parental substance abuse is more closely related to child neglect than other forms of maltreatment (DePanfilis, 2006) . Parents who lose control under the influence of substances may have impaired reasoning abilities, leave the child in an unsafe situation, or neglect the child's basic needs (Children's Bureau, 2009 ). These parents may also have difficulty conforming to expected parenting roles and providing the child with emotional support (Children's Bureau). While treating the parent's substance abuse is a priority, treatment must be combined with services to address the child's needs and improve overall family functioning. 
Educational Neglect
Many States struggle to respond efficiently to reports of educational neglect due to overlapping responsibilities and lack of coordination between the departments of social services and education. A national review by Kelly (2010) found that nearly half of States neither define educational neglect in law nor hold one agency responsible for reporting it. There is inconsistency among the remaining States regarding which agency is responsible for enforcing neglect provisions, including the court, the school or school district, and the department of education.
Kelly (2010) recommends that the State's department of social services be primarily responsible for addressing educational neglect because it is better equipped to address the co-occurring problems families often face. He also cites promising programs in Missouri and Idaho that offer coordinated and flexible services through the department of social services to respond quickly to families in crisis and at risk of educational neglect
Investigation and Assessment
Identifying child neglect may seem more difficult than identifying other forms of maltreatment because neglect usually involves the absence of a certain behavior, rather than the presence. A thorough investigation of the child's safety and risk followed by a comprehensive family assessment can help determine what kinds of services and supports the family may need.
Consider the possibility of neglect when the child:
• Is frequently absent from school
• Begs or steals food or money
• Lacks needed medical or dental care, immunizations, or glasses
• Is consistently dirty and has severe body odor
• Lacks sufficient clothing for the weather
• Abuses alcohol or other drugs
• States that there is no one at home to provide care
Consider the possibility of neglect when the parent or other adult caregiver:
• Appears to be indifferent to the child 
Assessment
A comprehensive family assessment should help uncover the potential causes of neglect and underlying factors affecting the family's ability to care for the child. Because neglected children and their families often face complex issues, it is critical to use a holistic approach that looks at the child, family, and community context to identify strengths and the most effective ways to reduce risks and to engage the family in the assessment process.
The key purposes of assessment are:
• To understand the neglect and its impact on the child and family
• To make decisions to plan for the child's safety and connect the family to services
• To engage the family and its extended support network in services (Schene, 2001) Overarching categories for assessing child neglect include:
• The child's cognitive, physical, and emotional needs and capacities 
Prevention and Intervention
The services and supports that at-risk or neglected children and their families need vary greatly depending on the type of neglect they experienced, the severity of their situation, underlying risks, strengths, and many other factors. Analyzing the information gathered during the investigation and assessment is essential to developing an effective case plan in collaboration with the family, their support network, and related service providers. 
CHILDREN'S BUREAU PROJECTS
Begin early. Children are more likely to be harmed by neglect the earlier they experience it. Although it can be difficult to prevent neglect and identify it in its early stages, you can have a greater impact on families the earlier you intervene. At this stage, assess the parent's readiness to enhance their parenting abilities and help the family focus on meeting the child's developmental needs. Assume that parents want to improve the quality of their children's care-they just need support to identify and build on their strengths.
For more on early intervention with families, read Information Gateway's Addressing the Needs of Young Children in Child Welfare: Part C --Early Intervention Services (http://www.childwelfare.gov/pubs/partc).
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As with all child protection practice, cultural issues must be taken into consideration both when assessing and intervening with families at risk of neglect. For example, a culture in which shared caregiving is the norm may see no problem with allowing young children to care for their siblings, perhaps in a way that does not conform to cultural norms in the United States (Smith & Fong, 2004) .
When working with diverse families, maintain focus on ensuring that children's needs are met and that they are not harmed or endangered. Consult with knowledgeable staff or community members on how best to intervene in a way that is consistent with families' cultural practices. Visit the Cultural Competence section of the Information Gateway website for more information: http://www. childwelfare.gov/systemwide/cultural
CULTURAL COMPETENCE AND NEGLECT
Provide concrete services first. Most parents cannot focus on interventions like parenting classes when they are still addressing crises in their family. In the early stages of working with a family, be sure basic needs are met before expecting parents to fulfill other aspects of their case plan. Some concrete supports to address include:
• Housing and utilities
• Food and clothing
• Safety for domestic violence victims
• Transportation
• Child care
• Health care and public benefits In collaboration with the family, establish a contract with a timeline for accomplishing specific goals as well as obligations for both you and the parents to meet (McSherry, 2007) .
Remember to start with the most basic needs (e.g., food, housing, safety), then address critical underlying issues (e.g., substance abuse, mental health). Once those supports are in place, there will be fewer obstacles to improving higher family functioning. Many programs have found that working with families affected by neglect requires intensive, long-term services to help them achieve changes over time. Put aftercare services in place. As the family begins achieving major goals, develop a roadmap for services and supports after more intensive interventions end. An aftercare services plan will ensure opportunities for follow-up and help families maintain improvements over time.
Training
Effective training is important for caseworkers addressing the often complex issues faced by at-risk or neglected children and their families. Training on child neglect should emphasize the following strategies:
• Address definitions of different types of neglect as well as the importance of cultural competence in understanding how neglect is perceived in different cultures.
• Describe long-term consequences to counteract the common but inaccurate belief that neglect is not as harmful as physical or sexual abuse.
• Help caseworkers learn how to develop a positive helping relationship with families-a key contributor to success when providing long-term, intensive services.
• Use case studies to demonstrate the complex interaction of issues that can impact the effectiveness of intervention (McSherry, 2007) .
Because neglect is still misunderstood by many professionals serving children and families, ongoing training can help caseworkers remain aware of the latest research and refresh skills over time.
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Conclusion
Child neglect is the most prevalent type of child maltreatment but has historically received the least attention from researchers and others. While there appears to be growing interest, child neglect continues to be a complex problem that is difficult to define, prevent, identify, and treat.
Neglect is a term used to encompass many situations, but their commonality is a lack of action-an act of omission-regarding a child's needs. Neglect most commonly involves physical, medical, educational, or emotional neglect or inadequate supervision. Neglect can range from a caregiver's momentary inattention to chronic or willful deprivation. Single incidents can have no harmful effects or, in some cases, they can result in trauma or death.
Investigating and assessing neglect involves a thorough examination of the child's safety and risk as well as the larger family and community context. To understand neglect, caseworkers should know how to address related problems such as poverty, substance abuse, and domestic violence. Interventions for children and families affected by neglect require customized and coordinated services. Defining, preventing, identifying, and treating child neglect is a significant challenge but one that researchers, professionals, communities, and families must face together if they are to protect children from its harmful consequences.
